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Abstract
The Universal Declaration on Human Rights and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child identify the essence of what it 
means to be human and provide a foundation through which schools can become peacebuilding learning communities. An 
examination of the publications of the United Nations enables the definition of a set of knowledges, values and skills that 
underpin the enactment of human rights through peace education. UNESCO argues that ‘human rights education implies the 
learning and practice of human rights … and that they are taught through both content transmission and experience’ (Statement
of Values, 2000). The United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights argues that ‘teaching about human rights is not 
enough. The teacher will want to begin, and never to finish, teaching for human rights.’ (UN, 2003:21).This paper considers how 
the knowledge, values and skills of human rights can become the core consideration for teachers’ curriculum planning and 
teaching to enable teachers and learners to engage in socially just action based on human rights within and beyond the school. A 
model of a human rights curriculum is developed from the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. In this model, the 
transmission of content, the epistemologies of human rights, can be seen as learning about the human rights, values and skills that 
enable peace. The experience of learning through ‘peaceful pedagogy’ can ideally be seen as learning through human rights. 
Enacting learning within the classroom, throughout the school or beyond the school can be seen as learning for human rights. 
This paper will demonstrate how a specific issue of the learners’ context becomes the catalyst for peaceful learning for both 
teacher and student through content transmission and experience.
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1. Peaceful learning through human rights
Peaceful learning is about growing the knowledge, values and skills that enable learners to engage in socially just 
action based on human rights.“The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) recognises that the “inherent 
dignity … of all members of the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world” and this 
is linked to the recognition of the fundamental rights to which every human being aspires…” (OHCHR, 
2004:11).Human rights are pivotal to the United Nations’ role as the world’s peacekeeper, peacemaker and 
peacebuilder and UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan, in 1999 stated “without human rights no peace or prosperity 
will ever last”. A key activity in the promotion of human rights is human rights education. In 1994, the General 
assembly of the United Nations defined human rights education as “training, dissemination and information efforts 
aimed at the building of a universal culture of human rights through the imparting of knowledge, and skills, and the 
moulding of attitudes and directed to: 
a)  the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms;
b) the full development of the human personality and the sense of its dignity
c) the promotion of understanding, tolerance, gender equality and friendship among all nations,    indigenous 
peoples and racial, national, ethnic, religious and linguistic groups
d) the enabling of all persons to participate effectively in a free society
e) the furtherance of the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace.           
(United Nations, 1994).
From the introduction of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, schools have been seen as a context for the 
transmission of human rights. Jaime Torres Bodet (Mexico) Director-General of  the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) from 1948 to 1952 argued that:Knowledge and understanding of 
the principles of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and their practical application must begin during 
childhood. Efforts to make known the rights and duties they imply will never be fully effective unless schools in all 
countries make teaching about the Declaration a regular part of the curriculum (The UNESCO Courier, December 
1951).More recently the United Nations has argued that the core content of human rights education in schools 
should be the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the Convention on the Rights of the Child, documents 
which provide principles and ideas with which to assess experience and build a school culture that values human 
rights. At the same the United Nations acknowledges that a document alone cannot bring human rights to life in the 
classroom: 
For these documents to have more than intellectual significance, students need to approach them from the 
perspective of their real-life experience and grapple with them in terms of  their own understanding of justice, 
freedom and equity… The focus of human rights education is not just outward on external issues and events but also 
inward on personal values, attitudes and behavior OHCRH, 2004:20-21).
‘Peaceful Pedagogy’ is founded on students’ learning about and through human rights by growing the 
knowledge, values and skills of peace in their school environment to enable them to enact human rights in their 
world. This is in accord with the United Nations Assembly which argued that “human rights education should 
involve more than the provision of information and should constitute a comprehensive life-long process by which 
people at all levels in development and in all strata of society learn respect for the dignity of others and the means 
and methods of ensuring that respect in all societies” (OHCRH, 2004:15).
‘Peaceful Pedagogy’has, at its core, the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) which is a context for 
learning the knowledge, values and skills of human rights. Article 1 of this Convention defines a child as ‘every 
human being below the age of 18 years unless, under the law applicable to the child, majority is attained earlier” 
(UN, 1989). All children in all schools, in all the countries who have ratified the Convention are the subject of its 
fifty-four Articles and all are entitled to the rights on an equal basis. The Convention provides a framework for 
developing a school culture where human rights are valued and enacted. In the classroom, the Convention 
establishes the conditions for the development of mutually respectful relationships between the teacher and learners, 
their families and the community. 
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2. Developing the knowledge, values and skills of human rights
The Convention on the Rights of the Child has been developed as a document to guide the States Parties in the 
care and protection of children, the primary caring and protective responsibility of the family, the need for legal 
protection of the child, the respect for the cultural values of the child’s community, and the role of international 
cooperation in securing children’s rights. As such the original text of the document uses formal legal language. The 
United Nations and other groups have published interpretations of the document in attempts to make it more 
accessible to a wider audience. In particular many organisations have created ‘child-friendly’ versions of the 
document but any audience needs to be aware that such interpretations are sited within a cultural and political 
context. This paper outlines an interpretation of the document by Australian children.
Merryfield and Wilson (2005) suggest that the exploration of human values is a key strategy for developing 
global understanding and Newell and Orford (2008) argue that there are four values (espoused by Fields and Narr, 
1992) that underpin human rights education: freedom, social recognition, equality in their social context and 
integrity. These four values, it is argued, assist in establishing the wholeness of being human that educators must 
address. To enable these values to be realised through a more explicit framework, the United Nations has established 
some key guidelines to assist not only educators but all members of society to consider the values involved in being 
a human in a peaceful community. Although directed to children, the set of defining values establish a framework 
for adults as well. The United Nations values of peaceare: 
 human rights 
 ecological awareness
 tolerance; 
 respect for life and human dignity; 
 intercultural understanding; 
 non violence; 
 social responsibility
 global agency http://www.un.org/cyberschoolbus/peace/home.asp
The inclusion of values such as ecological awareness, which may not have been a consideration for previous 
generations, are now a high priority in peacebuilding in an era of climate change, major disasters, food shortages 
and ecological difficulties. The Articles of the Convention on the Rights of the Child clearly define the value of 
human rights and effectively act as an umbrella for the other seven values which together contribute to the valuing 
of human rights.  All are interdependent and cannot separately construct a peaceful and just society. Educating for 
peace through human rights entails providing opportunities for students to develop these values along with their 
knowledge of human rights and the skills needed to use these knowledges and values to use in contexts to promote 
just and peaceful societies. When human rights are at the core of the curriculum, teaching and learning becomes 
rich, relevant and responsive. The knowledge and skills mandated by national, state or local educational authorities 
become significant to learners’ immediate experiences. More significant are the knowledge and skills that reach 
beyond the immediate – the life skills that enable learners to become peacebuilders throughout their lives. The life 
skills identified by UNESCO form the skills that enable the knowledge and values of human rights to be practise in 
the classroom, school and the community and to eventually be used in local, national and global situations.  
From peace-minded quality education come learners who have acquired literacy, numeracy, and important 
life skills such as critical thinking, decision-making, communication, negotiation, conflict resolution, 
coping, and self-management UNESCO n.d.
These life skills of peace are, like the knowledges and values, interdependent.  Schools and classrooms provide a 
context for modelling and explicit teaching of these skills and a ‘safe’ place to practise them. 
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3. Peaceful learning through curriculum planning
Planning a curriculum for peaceful learning invokes the broadest concept of the term through the Socratic notion 
of all that occurs within a learning environment rather than the narrowly defined syllabus of mandated outcomes or 
learning goals. 
According to UNESCO’s Statement of Values (2000):
human rights education implies the learning and practice of human rights … and that they are taught 
through both content transmission and experiences.
While many teachers would see their primary role in the transmission of content (including the development of 
skills) to learners, learning is also dependent on experience. School education should be “a process of living and not 
a preparation for future living” (Dewey, 1935). In a human rights curriculum, experience is evidenced in two ways: 
firstly, the experience of learning within the school and the classroom and the modelling that occurs with or without 
intent during these learning experiences and which has implications for classroom relationships; and secondly, the 
experience of enacting the learning, applying learning in a different context and reflecting on it. The first has 
implications for the quality of interactions that occur within the classroom or school between teacher and child, 
between children and between schools and families where issues of perceived power and status can be problematic. 
The second has implications for the quality of interaction between the school and its community and for the
relevance of the learning and its long term sustainability. 
The United Nations argues that the focus of human rights education is not just outward on external issues and 
events but also inward on personal values, attitudes and behaviour. To achieve this content, it is not enough to build 
a culture of human rights. For human rights to have more than intellectual significance, students need to approach 
these rights from the perspective of their real life experience and grapple with them in terms of their own 
understanding of justice, freedom and equity (UN, 2003:20). The United Nations High Commissioner for Human 
Rights argues that “teaching about human rights is not enough. The teacher will want to begin, and never to finish, 
teaching for human rights.”  (UN, 2003:21).
In the model of a human rights curriculum presented, learning is extended beyond the United Nations concepts. 
In this curriculum model, the transmission of content, or more broadly the epistemologies of human rights can be 
seen as learning about human rights, the knowledge and skills that enable peace.  The actual experience of the 
learning with all its pedagogical implications can ideally be seen as learning through human rights involving the 
process of acquisition and growth of knowledge and understanding in the classroom environment as well as other 
contexts of learning such as the school and community. Part of this learning involves analysing the human rights 
implications of the classroom, school and community situations that contribute to each child’s developing 
understanding of justice, freedom and equity. Learning to enacthuman rights involves two temporal dimensions: the 
immediate enacting of learning in different contexts to create situations where human rights effect more equitable 
conditions and opportunities; and the long term development of attitudes, beliefs and values which shape future 
learning, actions and interactions based on human rights. 
4. Initiating a curriculum for peaceful learning
Beane (1995) argued “sources of curriculum ought to be problems, issues and concerns posed by life itself…and 
the wider world” (p.616).In a human rights curriculuman issue provides a context for learning about, learning 
through and learning to enact the knowledge, values and skills of peace. An issue may arise in any of the learners’ 
action contexts – within the class, throughout the school and beyond the school from their immediate community to 
the world.  The issue provides the catalyst for decisions about curriculum and pedagogy, content and experience. 
Teacher decisions necessary when issues form the catalyst for a human rights curriculum are located on a continuum 
from proactive teacher initiated planning to  reactive learner initiated  responses. 
Proactive curriculum design occurs when an issue is identified by the teacher for its potential to evoke rich 
learning whereas reactive curriculumoccurs when the teacher plans from the issue, responding to a student-identified 
issue which becomes the catalyst for responsive learning. This depends on the teacher’s ability to identify the 
learning potential of an issue and to ‘seize the teachable moment’. This calls on the teacher’s skills to ‘grow’ the 
local and immediate to the global values of human rights. 
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As the human rights curriculum is implemented, teachers assess learners’ understandings, their own teaching, and 
identify opportunities to adapt and supplement what children learn about, the experience they learn through, and the 
contexts where they may learn to enact their learning. 
5. Peace building in context 
A human rights curriculum, helps learners become peacebuilders in their own communities. The following case 
study, has involved teachers identifying the potential of an issue as a catalyst for curriculum decisions and actions.
At Serpent Hills Public School, the issues that provided the catalyst for the curriculum arose in the community 
beyond the school but impacted on children’s capacity to learn. In this context the teacher’s reactive planning began 
with her reflection on the potential l of the issue as a context for children’s learning about their right to be protected 
from all kinds of abuse (Convention on the Rights of the Child: Article 19), exploring the value of non-violence and 
developing skills in critical thinking.  
SerpentHillsPublic School is situated high on a river bank in the hinterland of a large rural town. The school was 
built in the late nineteenth century to provide a primary education for the Aboriginal children who lived nearby. The 
school’s significance to the community has continued and it is now at the centre of a small township where most of 
the people identify as Aboriginal. Many families in the community have been victims of the ‘stolen generation’ and 
adults have often have missed out on continuity of family relations and the role modelling of parenting that is 
associated with this. The school’s ethos is one of respect for all aspects of Aboriginal culture and a belief that 
education will help develop respect, enhance pride and promote Reconciliation. The walls of the school are lined 
with Aboriginal works of art, artefacts and murals painted by community members and students. Walking around 
the school you will hear and see children reciting and singing in the indigenous Dunghutti and Guaygnirr languages 
of the district.
The issue at Serpent Hills, was an ongoing situation where children frequently came to school hungry and tired, 
and often with scars and bruises. While the school provided food and clothing for the children, this was only a 
respite for a deeper community issue of alcohol addiction, family violence and abuse. Children’s learning was 
impaired by the conditions of their home and community. Maslow (1968) showed that until children’s basic needs 
for physical wellbeing, safety, belonging, and self-esteem are met, their meta-needs for cognitive learning, aesthetic 
engagement and self actualisation cannot be addressed. Confronting the enormity of this social issue should help 
construct a peaceful learning community within and beyond the school and the impact should be generational when 
these children use this learning in their own adult lives.
Of fundamental importance was children’s learning about the human rights that underpin this issue -that all 
children have the right to be protected from abuse by parents and others(Convention on the Rights of the Child: 
Article 19), that non-violence is valued and that being skilled in critical thinking will enable them to know facts, 
analyse the elements of a situation and create a safer situation. 
Learning about their human rights, the values of non-violence and skills in critical  thinking could not be isolated 
from children’s learning of mandated syllabus knowledge and skills. Indeed, the learning is reciprocal – syllabus 
learning scaffolds human rights learning which connects the syllabus to the children’s real world. This 
connectedness gives syllabus learning significance and ensures that knowledge is integrated purposefully. 
Serpent Hills Public School was already an exemplar of ‘peaceful pedagogy’ and was seen as a ‘safe’ place in the 
community. Human rights were already being modelled implicitly through the learning environment and the value 
of non-violence was strongly upheld at all times. The school was always a place where the children’s basic needs 
could be addressed with food available and clean clothes as well as comfort. But the teachers knew that this was not 
enough, the children needed more than comfort. Article 19 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child has two 
components - protection from abuse; and ‘programmes to provide necessary support for the child and for those who 
have the care of the child’. 
Realising that the issue could not be dealt with by the school alone, and acknowledging the necessity to access 
local cultural knowledge and customs, the principal met with the Elders and together the school and the community 
developed a program to ‘provide early primary school students with non-threatening ways to help them feel strong 
and stay safe in their communities’ (NAPCAN, 2008). 
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To supplement her professional knowledge with community knowledge, the principal invited the Elders to advise 
about the specific human rights content for children to learn about using their knowledge of how and when abuse 
happens in the community and its effect on families. 
Children would learn through allegoricalnarratives of indigenous animals written collaboratively by the Elders 
and school staff. These narratives were selected as a pedagogical tool as an outcome of the principal’s learning from 
the first issue and were introduced to the children using the situational metaphor that “all animals and birds have the 
right to be safe in the bush and the places that they live.They all know when they feel safe or unsafe; they all know 
how to make themselves safe in difficult situations and they all know how to call out to each other to keep safe” 
(NAPCAN, 2008). The animals chosen were:
 the kangaroo, the listener and watcher to identify safe and unsafe feelings
 the echnida, the protector to identify safe and unsafe places
 the kookaburra, the communicator to tell about safe and unsafe people 
 the koala,  the thinker to build resilience and solve problems
 the king parrot, to celebrate safe communities
The community itself was the context where children would learn to enact their learning, in the short term 
through art works including posters displayed on electricity poles and in the community centre but more 
significantly in the long term through their own actions to create a safe and peaceful community based on human 
rights. The planned program was implemented over six lessons with the support of the Elders. The program was 
named ‘All children being safe’ byMargaret a seven year old students at SerpentHillsSchool. It was published by 
NAPCAN (2008) as a resource for other schools and communities. The program’s manual includes artwork by all 
the children at the school. In this way the enactment of the learning has reached many other communities beyond 
Serpent Hills. However, no six week program can solve the generational issues of a township and the principal, 
reflecting in action, saw that the skills of critical thinking initiated through the program should be further developed 
so children could continue to learn about human rights to create a safe and peaceful environment. Again, she went to 
the community and the Elders to find a way to build on the cultural links and narrative structures that had been 
successful in the short term of the program to structure children’s critical thinking. 
Together, the Elders and the teachers developed a culturally relevant cognitive structure for children to learn 
through. While in many classrooms, critical thinking is scaffolded using a model of thinking skills such as Anderson 
and Krathwohl’s (2001) revision of Bloom’s taxonomy (1956), at Serpent Hills, such hierarchical and linear 
cognitive structures had not been successful for children whose Aboriginal Elders have traditionally used talking 
circles to address issues. 
At Serpent Hills, the Elders and the teachers together created a circle of ‘thinking stations’ using some of the 
indigenous animals that had been introduced in the program. The kangaroo was selected as the first station. Its 
listening and watching skills that had been introduced in the program were expanded to include touching, tasting, 
and remembering so that it provided a model of sensory perception to identify the aspects of an issue. The emu was 
selected as the second thinking station because it is “always peckin’ into things” (Uncle Bob, community Elder) to 
investigate the different aspects of an issue. The kookaburra, selected as the third station, uses its loud song to 
broadcast the findings about an issue. The koala was selected as the fourth station because it is quiet, and doesn’t 
drink. These traits were seen both to encourage children to engage in non-violent reflection when confronted by an 
issue, and to abstain from alcohol. In this circle of ‘thinking stations’, children move around and between the 
stations as they think critically about an issue using talk as a scaffold. The process of critical thinking is now 
multidimensional, engaging cognitive, sensory and verbal components. Learning is a thinking process rather than a
response to stimuli.
Children have learnt to use the thinking stations across all aspects of the curriculum at SerpentHillsPublic School. 
The men of the township have erected four carved ‘thinking totems’ in the school grounds to represent each animal 
so the skill of critical thinking now also has a physical dimension. Children are expected to use the stations (either 
the concrete totems or abstract cognitive scaffolds) as a problem-solving strategy in their academic and social 
learning within and beyond the class. In this way the human right to be safe is a focus of their environment and their 
interactions and they have learnt to value the non-violent resolution of conflict using the skills of critical thinking. 
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6. Reflection on action
The human rights issue of abuse that initiated the human rights curriculum has not been completely resolved at 
Serpent Hills – this is a generational challenge. But the school and the community now see that they share the 
responsibility for their children’s learning. The community centre provides an authentic context for learning about, 
not onlytheir rights as children but also syllabus content and skills. There are learning through their interaction with 
the Elders in projects such as Land career vegetation where there is reciprocal teaching of literacy, numeracy, 
science and geography.  In this way children are learning to become responsible members of their community. 
At Serpent Hills, school attendance rates have increased as the Elders of the community, valuing and 
participating in the school curriculum; encourage their families to send the children to school. As a consequence, 
children’s academic and social learning has improved. In addition, other programs at the school which have 
addressed different human rights issues (CRoC Article 6: the right to live and grow, CRoC Article 24: the right to 
the best health care) have seen improvements in children’s physical well-being as both children and their families 
have learnt about nutrition and exercise. ‘Thinking totems’ have also been erected at the community centre and are 
used as a scaffold for discussion in the men’s group, led by an Elder to address domestic violence. The continuity of 
application of critical thinking structures to effect a non-violent resolution to a human rights issue should help 
children see the relevance of  the skills learnt at school and encourage them to apply these skills beyond the 
school.The teachers at Serpent Hills exemplify Nodding’s (2002) notion of ‘the caring profession’ whose ability to 
regularly establish caring relations has made their school so successful. One of the clear messages from this case 
study is the importance of someone who is able to see what ‘can be’ beyond ‘what is’ and who is prepared to use 
their own human rights knowledge, values and skills for peacebuilding. This is a person who is willing to place 
human rights at the core of the curriculum and to grow knowledge and skills to enable children to learn though 
human rights as well as to enact it.At Serpent Hills, the ‘intense community involvement’ has supported a human 
rights curriculum to address a specific issue of the community through developing a valuing of non-violence and 
skills in critical thinking. 
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